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What is the "adventure" of 
living abroad? This cannot be 
answered in a word. The hotels 
of Tokyo, for example, the 
restaurants and bars and inter-
national cultural opportunities, 
are fantastic. The living stand-
ards for this national capital 
are high. You as a foreigner 
are a part of the mystique, and 
it is a part of you. But it is not 
a whole life, any more than 
Disneyland is. 
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By DARIAN OLSEN 
(Mrs. Howard M. Olsen, Tokyo) 
Did you know that for the Japanese 
one red maple viewed well makes the 
fall season memorable? 
To me living in Japan has been very 
much like going away to school: new 
experiences, new friends, new 
standards—and a degree of radicaliza-
tion that folks at home find dis-
concerting. As in college, my 
"educat ion" in Japan must end, 
however, and I feel this is my senior 
year. I imagine it wi l l be the same 
when we leave as it was leaving 
Berkeley: should we return it wi l l be 
only as visitors, not as participants. 
We have heard people say that 
anyone considering an overseas 
assignment should do so wi thout stars 
in his eyes. I think you need stars in 
your eyes. One of the joys of Japan 
has been the bubbling over feeling of 
guess-what-happened-to-me-today. 
Japan does not offer a better life or a 
carefree life. It only offers a chance to 
live in a new environment and 
measure yourself by it. 
We certainly gave up a most idyllic 
city and atmosphere when we left 
San Francisco six years ago, but like 
Tokyo it is only a place. It cannot 
guarantee happiness or prevent 
frustration. The "X" factor is what we 
have learned and how we have 
changed. There are sacrifices and 
irritations. Communication has fre-
quently been tedious. As a family 
we have watched each other learn and 
re-learn, get lost, and be found. We 
have seen other families wi th older 
children, who might otherwise be 
battling the generation gap, f ind a 
common bond (usually ignorance). 
Of course, we have also met unhappy 
Americans in Tokyo and listened 
to complaints about the cost of l iving, 
"—listen: there's a hell of a good 
universe next door; lets go" 
—e. e. cummings 
lack of understanding, poor home 
office management, a lazy maid, or 
just a driver who got lost. But my 
feeling for those with problems in 
Japan is thatyou can only blame 
Japan so much, and then it is some-
thing else. 
When you first look around Tokyo, 
it may seem so Westernized that 
you think its Oriental nature has been 
transformed. But look again. Down 
the side streets, in the small shopping 
neighborhoods, you see the Japa-
nese spirit is notdiminished. The 
"Yaki - imo" man sells hot sweet 
potatoes from his cart. A vendor 
offers hot roasted chestnuts on the 
corner. Under the train tracks or 
along the sidewalks, Oriental lepre-
chauns mend your shoes whi le you 
stand in borrowed slippers, wait ing. 
In the summer the men pull wagons 
full of goldfish for sale, and children 
search for crickets and fireflies. 
In our little shopping street, we 
have "nightshops" in any evening of 
the month whose date has a five in it. 
They are set up in the street to sell 
fruit, houseplants, trinkets, and food 
to eat while walking. You can seethe 
lights and smell the charcoal fires 
before you get there. The regular 
stores are closed, and you feel that 
Peter Pan has just brought you to a 
magic carnival. 
I love to walk the streets and see: 
the wash hanging out, the bedding 
beingaired, children at play in the 
park, construction workers wearing 
split-toed tabi and walking non-
chalantly on a steel girder. Frequently 
a man with a bullhorn comes by 
asking for old newspapers and maga-
zines. He gives you a roll of toilet 
paper in exchange for a certain weight 
of old papers. If your paper weighs 
less than the one-roll "pr ice , " he 
unwinds yards and yards of toilet 
paper to give you the exact value. 
(We have him give us money instead.) 
Six years affords a lot of t ime for 
trial and error in the Japanese 
language. After studying at Berlitz I 
knew many words and grammar but 
never said a word in Japanese. Then 
from a tutor I learned some rudi-
mentary reading and wri t ing, which 
left me still illiterate but improved 
my pronunciation. I still take lessons 
from a lady who comes to our house, 
and it has never come easy, but just as 
children somehow learn to talk, now 
I manage to say a few things. I have 
cut my conversational teeth on taxi 
drivers. I have practiced the social 
amenities at parties and receptions. 
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Right, Darian Olsen has 
lunch at a "soba" (noodles) 
shop. Far right, Darian, with 
Banner, shops at a neigh-
borhood greengrocer, 
where prices are in Arabic 
numerals. Below, Mrs. 
Fumiko Hattori instructs 
Darian in Japanese. 
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Until lastyear i tal l seemed like a 
game in which I said my part and 
some luckless Japanese said his. But 
now I f ind that I have developed 
Japanese mannerisms and an unsag-
ging smile, so it seems that what I say 
functions as communication. 
My day centers around our two 
small boys and a dog, whi le the 
washer and dryer go round and round 
and the cupboards inhale and exhale 
groceries. I take our four-year old 
back and forth to nursery school. It so 
happens he attends an excellent 
Japanese school and is the only 
foreigner. It is a special case, and we 
hope that little Howie wi l l retain 
some of the atmosphere he is exposed 
to. If we are still here when he begins 
kindergarten, however, we wi l l 
change to The American School. The 
schools here are excellent (including 
a Jesuit college with English language 
curriculum). The elementary and 
high schools for foreigners generally 
fo l low American standards, but often 
treat special problems with even 
keener insight than at home. 
When we decided to move to 
Japan, I knew that leaving family and 
friends would be my biggest prob-
lem, more than the foreignness of 
Japan or the bigness of Tokyo. I was 
right, even though the Western 
colony here is a mirror of the upper-
middle class at home. Few of us are 
exotic Asia hands. Most share an 
awareness of problems such as pol lu-
t ion and overpopulation, and an 
interest in the arts and homemaking. 
I am speaking, of course, of the 
American woman, who here is indeed 
liberated. Creature comforts such 
as massages, manicures, hairdos, 
pedicures, yoga, or physical condi-
tioning are available and so con-
venient. Classes for pottery, f lower 
arrangement, painting and cooking 
are offered, as well as art shows, 
seminars and tours. The reason: the 
availability of household help, the 
impetus for Women's Lib everywhere. 
Domestic help in Japan is expensive 
(about $350 per month or $15-20 
per day). Butat the beginning a maid 
is indispensable—just to answer the 
door, handle the milkman and news-
boy, read labels, and so on. Also, 
Japanese habits can be disarming at 
times. A delivery man or newsboy 
may ring the bell, but if the door is 
unlocked he wi l l walk right in. One is 
not always prepared for this. 
Sometimes a country girl or student 
wi l l seek employment as a maid to 
learn English and western ways. She 
lacks experience and is, I think, a 
liability. Communication is diff icult, 
and her family background has given 
her little preparation for even such 
basics as bed-making. In the end you 
have inherited another child to 
supervise, wi thout the benefit of 
parental authority. Much better is the 
older woman who is familiar wi th 
American methods and idiosyncrasies 
—and even then it can be a culture 
shock. 
As far as household costs go, I'd 
say the bottom line is about the same 
as at home (excluding the subject of 
rent). Our house has four bedrooms 
and is very livable. We have all 
American appliances, central heating, 
and air condit ioning. Naturally we 
need repairs occasionally. The rule 
is patience and kindness. Our home 
is serviced by an agency, and most of 
the t ime the man can fix the problem 
the same day. For the repair of 
small appliances, however, we use 
Yamamura Musen. 
"Musen" means repair, and 
Yamamura is the owner's name. His 
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Howie, above, joins a chorus of five-year olds at Wakabakai Kindergarten. 
Sachio Yamamura, below, discusses broken electric mixer with Darian. 
shop is down a tiny alley about as 
wide as my hips. The driveway con-
sists of a short piece of 2 x 4 sawed 
diagonally—just wide enough for a 
bike. The sign is dim and the store is 
the entryway of his small home. But 
can he fix things! It is always a 
consolation, when a small appliance 
conks out, to know that I can take it 
to Yamamura-san. (He even speaks 
English.) 
Perhaps you have heard that 
Japanese food is different. I have 
come to see it from the Japanese 
point of view: food is a delicacy. The 
meat's flavor is mi ld, so I have 
enjoyed liver for the first time in my 
life. Pork can be cooked rare, because 
trichinosis is nonexistent in Japan. 
Chicken and fish are mainstays of the 
diet. I love boneless chicken breasts 
and a cut called "sasami," which the 
English call the oyster of the chicken. 
We happen to like raw fish but 
only eat it out in Sushi shops, likewise 
"yaki tor i , " barbecued chicken on 
skewers. There is also a difference in 
the flavor of milk and eggs. Also, 
with no preservatives, the bread is 
delicious. Loaves are small (four to 
eight slices) and vary in thickness from 
tea sandwich, wi th the crust already 
removed, to thick toast bread. 
Yummy! 
After discussing food and shelter, 
perhaps I should mention clothing. I 
don't know what to say. If you are 
small and have short feet, you have no 
trouble buying off the rack. Other-
wise you choose tailor-made, hand-
made, or an expensive Hanae Mori 
outfit. At least the children are 
considered normal size, but because 
their clothing is also expensive, I 
usually stock up at home when I buy 
my own. Of course, when I wear the 
new dress here I am much more in 
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love wi th myself and the " n e w " 
feeling lasts longer. 
Besides our being "extra large/ ' 
everything else is proport ional, too, 
from towels to blankets to furniture. 
There is also the question of makeup 
and hair preparation (unless you 
have black hair and brown eyes). 
Now, it may sound like I am describ-
ing an outpost in New Guinea. No, 
Japan is full of imported items; you 
just have to be at the right place at the 
right t ime. One cardinal rule, how-
ever, is if you see it, buy it. It won' t 
be there by the time you go back. 
Whenever it rankles me that the 
prices are double or triple the U.S. 
price still printed on the label, I try to 
remember that Japan is not run for 
us. It's run for the Japanese. 
Perhaps I can sum up these six 
years in one story. The other day I 
drove to central Tokyo to the 
Takashimaya Department Store to 
buy new shoes for the boys. When I 
arrived, I found all the gates locked. 
Devastated, I decided to drive on to 
Mitsukoshi Department Store. All 
the way over I verged on tears. It was 
hot, the boys were thirsty, the traffic 
was crawling and fuming. I was not 
even sure I could figure out how to 
get into the garage, or if it would be 
ful l . Wel l , luckily, I zipped in wi th no 
wrong turns and what do I see? 
The garage is painted in bright 
colors even down to the center line of 
flowers and butterflies. The spiral 
driveway up to the eighth f loor of 
parking is an endless mural from floor 
to ceiling. On the parking floors 
the ar twork continues, including the 
pillars. A multitude of attendants are 
on hand to be sure we f ind a space. 
When we get out of the car, loud-
speakers greet us wi th bird calls and 
the sound of a babbling brook. 
I could almost smell the flowers. 
Needless to say my despair was 
dissipated. How often Japan has done 
that to me: knocked me down, picked 
me up, brushed me off, and then 
sent me away smiling. How often 
have I felt a distinct lump in my throat 
at a t ime like this. For Japan, I know, 
possesses a part of me that wi l l remain 
here long after I leave. 6 
After work, Howard Olsen joins his wife at a sushi restaurant Banner and Howie, as pedestrians, carry yellow flags to warn cars. 
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